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Abstract
Youth development professionals and volunteers, here referred to collectively as “youth workers,” need to
be prepared to engage young people as health advocates. Youth workers need an understanding of
public health principles; policy, systems, environment change approaches; and effective youth–adult
strategies to move from viewing youth as participants to engaged leaders in community health issues.
Embracing youth as partners will create effective partnerships and yield substantial positive health
impacts for the youth, adults, and their communities.
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The need to address the nation’s worrisome health indicators, including lack of physical activity,
mental health status, and overweight and obesity, is clear (Millstein & Sallis, 2011). The obesity
rates for youth 6 to 19 years (near 20%) and for adults (40%) (Hales, Carroll, Fryar, & Ogden,
2017) are indicators of increased risk for many diseases and health conditions. The national
suicide rate has increased 30% over the past 10 years (Hedegaard, Curtin, & Warner, 2018).
Just over half (52%) of adults meet the physical activity guidelines for aerobic physical activity
and only 22% meet the guidelines for both aerobic and muscle-strengthening activity (Clarke,
Norris, & Schiller, 2017). These sample indicators suggest that youth and adults are
experiencing mounting health issues. Current public health research supports strategic,
coordinated interventions for health promotion (Bleck & DeBate, 2016; Edwards & Cheeley,
2016; Jayaratne, Bradley, & Driscoll, 2009).
Communities are addressing health issues from multiple perspectives and engaging various
partners to effect change. Although they are often left out of the process, youth have a role to
play in advocating for changes in policies, systems, and environments (PSE). Youth can be
successful when they have support from youth development professionals, leading to positive
changes for the whole community.
Positive Youth Development for Health (PYDH) refers to conditions and actions that support
young people to develop into competent, caring, and contributing adults while experiencing
physical, social, and emotional well-being. Integration of public health principles into youth
development efforts to promote healthy behaviors using PSE change approaches may enhance
PYDH efforts (Besenyi et al., 2014; Brownell, Schwartz, Puhl, Henderson, & Harris, 2009;
Fitzgerald & Spaccarotella, 2009; Smathers et al., 2018). Based on the social-ecological model
that elucidates the complex influences of multiple factors across multiple levels (Sallis & Owen,
2015), youth can use PSE change approaches to advocate for health at the individual,
interpersonal, community, policy, and system levels (Franck, Donaldson, Toman, & Moody,
2014; World Health Organization, 2017).
The Cooperative Extension System (Extension) is uniquely positioned to provide an integrated,
holistic approach to community health that uses PSE health approaches at the community level.
Extension serves as the outreach arm of land-grant universities across the United States.
Extension brings knowledge gained through research directly to the community using nonformal education strategies to create positive change.

13

Journal of Youth Development | http://jyd.pitt.edu/ | Vol. 13 Issue 3 DOI 10.5195/jyd.2018.668
Youth Workers’ Role in Youth Health Advocacy

Extension’s Committee on Organization and Policy established health action teams in 2015 to
address the strategic program priorities and achieve associated outcomes identified in

Cooperative Extension's National Framework for Health and Wellness (Braun et al., 2014). As
members of Extension’s PYDH Action Team, we compiled resources, trainings, and best
practices for equipping youth-serving professionals and volunteers to expand their capacity to
create a culture of health for youth.
Our team’s work reiterates the importance of preparing youth development professionals and
volunteers, referred to collectively in this article as youth workers, to engage youth as
advocates for health in their communities. Youth workers provide pathways, opportunities, and
organizational structures that maximize ways young people can uniquely influence changes in
social and physical environments and policy realms, while benefiting from increased skill
development and well-being. Youth-serving organizations, such as 4-H, provide resources and
support functions that promote youth workers’ readiness to support and encourage youth as
advocates for health.

Youth Advocates for Healthy Living
Advocacy refers to the process of increasing support for, recommending, and arguing to
promote a cause or policy (Carlisle, 2000). It involves education, skill development, and
behavior and attitude changes with the goal of persuading others to act (Millstein & Sallis,
2011). A survey of states’ 4-H teen health ambassador programs indicated that programs use
“ambassador” or “advocate” to describe teen leaders who are teaching others and delivering
healthy living programs (Ferrari, in press). However, although giving youth opportunities to
learn and share their knowledge is a common practice in such programs, advocacy goes a step
further. Youth in the health advocate role have the potential to identify health behaviors,
formulate and implement action strategies, and generate substantial positive impacts for
themselves and their communities (Smathers & Ferrari, 2018). Youth advocates are empowered
through training, establishing youth-adult partnerships, building a knowledge base, practicing
skills and behaviors, and increasing awareness of issues (Andrade et al., 2015; Arnold et al.,
2016; Millstein, Woodruff, Linton, Edwards, & Sallis, 2016).
When young people are provided with support to be advocates, such as education, training, and
coaching, they can better influence changes in policies, systems, and environments in unique
ways, while also benefiting from increased skill development and well-being (Millstein & Sallis,
2011; Scheve, Perkins, & Mincemoyer, 2006). Extension youth advocate programs are
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conducted within a youth–adult partnership model in which informal or formal relationships
between youth and adults are designed to foster equity between partners (Murdock & Paterson,
2002). Models such as youth participatory action research engage youth, who could be
impacted by potential changes in communities and environments, in identifying, planning,
implementing, and evaluating the change interventions themselves (Louie et al., 2017; White,
Shoffner, Johnson, Knowles, & Mills, 2012).
Youth advocacy is not without challenges. The advocacy process can be slow, and, if youth and
youth workers are only able to commit limited time to the effort, desired changes may not come
to fruition. The process of youth professionals working with youth health advocates usually
takes more time and effort than when youth professionals deliver direct health education (Louie
et al., 2017). Youth professionals may best recruit new youth advocates by encouraging teens
to connect with current and new friends while providing them peer support and social or shared
experiences. They will need funding across years or cohorts to sustain project impact or build
on prior efforts (Arnold et al., 2016; Millstein & Sallis, 2011).

Competency-Building Resources for Youth Workers to Engage Youth in
Health Advocacy
Youth workers can go beyond promoting a young person’s development in typical ways (e.g.,
supporting academic success, reducing risk-taking behaviors, increasing positive health
attitudes) (Borden, Schlomer, & Wiggs, 2011) to providing social and physical environments
that support healthful behaviors and effectively guiding youth who want to advocate for
healthier communities. To better support youth as health advocates, youth workers can look to
many existing PYDH competency-building resources (see Table 1).
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Table 1. PYDH Competency-Building Resources to Support Youth Health Advocates
Resource

Organization

Link

Adolescent Health: Think Act Grow (TAG):

Office of Adolescent

https://www.hhs.gov/ash/

National initiative to improve adolescent health

Health, U.S. Department oah/tag/index.html

in the United States providing education,

of Health and Human

resources, and funding, (Office of Adolescent

Services

Health, n.d.)

Empowering Youth Report:

GENYOUth

https://www.genyouthno

Report uniting leaders in health, education,

w.org/reports/2015-

government, and business to uplift the youth

empowering-youth-report

voice (GENYOUth, 2016)

Changing the Rules: A guide for youth and

Research and Training

https://pdxscholar.library.

young adults with mental health conditions who

Center for Pathways to

pdx.edu/cgi/viewcontent.c

want to change policy (Koroloff, Friesen, &

Positive Futures

gi?article=1059&context=

Buekea, 2017)

rri_facpubs

The Community Guide: A website of evidence-

Community Prevention

https://www.thecommunit

based findings of interventions to improve

Services Task Force of

yguide.org/

health and prevent disease in a state,

the Centers for Disease

community, community organization, business,

Control and Prevention

healthcare organization, or school (Katz et al.,
2005)

Engaging Youth Advocates through the Healthy

Eat Smart Move More

http://eatsmartmovemore

Young People Empowerment (HYPE) Project : A

South Carolina

sc.org/engaging-youth-

webinar describing the HYPE project design that

advocates-through-the-

enhances the capacity of adolescents (12 to 17

healthy-young-people-

years old) to plan, implement, and advocate for

empowerment-hype-

policy, systems, and environmental change (Eat

project/

Smart Move More South Carolina, 2017)

Growing Together 4-H Professional, Research,

USDA, National Institute

https://nifa.usda.gov/sites

Knowledge, and Competencies 2017: Extensive

of Food and Agriculture,

/default/files/resources/4-

review of competencies required for youth

4-H National

H%20PRKC%202017%20

workers (USDA, 2017)

Headquarters

Guide.pdf
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Table 1 (continued).
Resource

Organization

Link

The Interagency Working Group on Youth

The Interagency

https://youth.gov/

Programs: A website with 28 youth-related

Working Group on

topics from a consortium of 20 federal agencies

Youth Programs

supporting youth programs and services
(Durlak, 2013)

Levels of Community Change:

Ohio State University 4-

https://ohio4h.org/change

A game to teach about policy, system, and

H

game

Moving from Youth Serving to Youth

University of California,

https://regionalchange.uc

Engagement: Youth-led policies, systems, and

CalFresh Nutrition

davis.edu/sites/g/files/dgv

environmental interventions in UC CalFresh

Education

nsk986/files/inline-

environment change (Smathers & Ferrari, 2018)

Nutrition Education: Case studies from nutrition

files/UC_CalFresh_web%2

education county programs using youth-led

0FINAL%20031618.pdf

participatory action research engaging youth
PSE change strategies (Delisio, 2016)

NAA Core Knowledge and Competencies: A set

National AfterSchool

https://naaweb.org/resour

of national standards to increase competencies

Association

ces/core-competencies

Positive Youth Development: Definition and

The Interagency

https://youth.gov/youth-

tools developed by the Interagency Working

Working Group on

topics/positive-youth-

Group (IWGYP, n.d.)

Youth Programs

development

of youth workers when delivering afterschool
and out-of-school time programs (National
AfterSchool Association, 2011)

(IWGYP)

PSE 101: Building Healthier Communities: A

ChangeLab Solutions

https://www.changelabsol

webinar introducing best practices on

utions.org/publications/ps

implementing policy, system, and environment

e-101-building-healthier-

change (ChangeLab, n.d.)

communities
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Table 1 (continued).
Resource

Organization

Link

Teens Take on Health: Report of teen health

National 4-H Council

https://4-h.org/wp-

concerns identified though survey and town hall

content/uploads/2016/02/

meetings (National 4-H Council, 2014)

Comprehensive-ReportTeens-Take-on-Health.pdf

Youth-Adult Partnerships in Evaluation

University of Wisconsin

https://fyi.uwex.edu/yout

(Y-AP/E): A resource guide for translating

hadultpartnership/resourc

research into practice (Gauley et al., 2016)

e-guide/

Youth Advocates for Health: YA4-H! Building

National 4-H Council

https://shop4-

Successful Youth-Adult Partnerships: A

h.org/products/youth-

curriculum for training youth and adults on

advocates-for-health-

building strong teams to address critical health-

curriculum-teens-as-

related concerns (Arnold & Gifford, 2014)

teachers

Youth Advocates for Health: YA4-H! Teens as

National 4-H Council

https://shop4-

Teachers: A curriculum for training teens to

h.org/products/youth-

teach younger children with mentoring from a

advocates-for-health-

caring adult (Arnold et al., 2016)

curriculum-youth-adultpartnerships-for-health

Youth Advocates for Health: YA4-H! Youth

Oregon State University

http://oregon.4h.oregons

Participatory Action Research: A curriculum to

4-H

tate.edu/

guide youth-adult partners through
investigating, building alliances and acting on a
community issue (Arnold & Gifford, 2015)

Youth Advocacy for Policy, Systems, and

Active Living Research

https://activelivingresearc

Environmental Changes for Healthy

h.org/youth-advocacy-

Eating/Active Living: Presentation of pilot

policy-systems-and-

evaluation of the Healthy Young People

environmental-changes-

Empowerment Project (Active Living Research,

healthy-eatingactive-

2014)

living-pilot-evaluation
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Call to Action
For greatest impact, responses to public health issues must go beyond influencing individual
behavioral change. Youth advocates can elect to help prevent disease or injury by addressing
environmental, legislative, and systematic concerns, while promoting and encouraging healthy
behaviors and mental well-being at a community level. However, due to identified challenges of
time and availability of youth and adults recruiting youth, and securing funding (GENYOUth,
2016; Millstein & Sallis, 2011), youth advocates need the support of qualified youth workers to
ensure effectiveness, success, and sustainability. Youth also need to see adults “practice what
they teach” by providing the environment for change (Smathers & Lobb, 2018). Therefore,
youth workers have a responsibility to build their own competence and understanding of PSE to
affect change at numerous levels to work in partnership with youth advocates.
The first step for youth workers is to explore and use available competency-building resources
to engage youth health advocates (Table 1). Youth workers already partnering with youth
health advocates can play a critical role in advancing youth as engaged leaders in community
health issues. By sharing their knowledge and experiences of PSE change approaches within the
youth-adult partnership context, they help prepare other youth development professionals,
volunteers, and external organizations to engage youth health advocates (Millstein & Sallis,
2011). Youth workers must be willing to understand and change their approach to engaging
youth by adapting to the environments youth are functioning in rather than expecting youth to
be available and interested in adult-driven agendas and schedules. Building on the social
ecological model and working within existing systems, youth workers can engage schools to
incorporate youth health advocacy into the curricula (GENYOUth, 2016). An outcome to strive
for is empowering youth to use their own voices advocating for and creating community
change.
Ultimately, youth workers who interact with youth as colleagues, when appropriate, in health
promotion and advocacy create a partnership that supports empowerment. Contribution to such
teams is determined by interest, time, skills, and networks of each individual and may be an
evolving process (Zeldin, Bestul, & Powers, 2012). These interactions potentially will yield
substantial positive health impacts for the youth, adult, and their communities.
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